126                      SOUTH    LATITUDE
Great icebergs stood around forlorn and indifferent to the
struggling microbe that had come among them.    These,
unlike the pack-ice whose local movements were governed by
the wind, were moving with the current.    Such wind as
there was blew from the north-east and was opposed to the
current so that the bergs were driving slowly and relentlessly
through the floes.   Each berg piled up the pack-ice with
irresistible pressure in front of itself and left behind in its
wake a clear open patch of water.   As far as possible we
made courses from the lea of one iceberg to the lea of the
next so as to profit by these open pools, but one of our greatest
dangers was that we would become jammed in front of an
advancing berg, for then the piled-up floes would ride
remorselessly over us as the berg pushed them slowly and
irresistibly forward.   But, in any case, the pack-ice itself
carried dangers for us that may well be imagined, for the
process of squeezing the ship slo\vly between floes involved
danger from the jagged teeth and crags that stuck out from
them under the water, waiting to rip up the fragile steel hull
like paper.   As the ship pressed slowly forward the giant
islands of ice swung together behind her like gates so that
from the poop it was impossible, looking astern, to imagine
how we made any progress at all for the ice looked as mas-
sively interlocked behind us as it did ahead.   There was the
danger, too, that in going astern the ship would ride back-
wards with all her weight on to a floe which had swung in
behind her and, in so doing, would damage the propeller or
the rudder.    We gave ourselves the illusion of counteracting
this danger by trying to push the stern of the ship oS the
floes with stout wooden poles.   All spare hands were on the
poop or the after well deck, three or four men to each pole.
When the engine telegraph rang " astern " we planted the
cods of our poles on the ice over the poop rail and pushed on
them with all our strength.   To me this always seemed a
somewhat ineffectual procedure for, sweat and strain as we
might, the ship rode backwards irresistibly and remorselessly